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Abstract
Recent research has shown that college students have positive
attitudes regarding transracial adoptions. These studies, however,
have failed to take into account the race of their respondents.
Previous literature has indicated that African Americans who
report having strong ethnic identity are less likely to support the
practice of transracial adoption. Research has also reported that
students attending a Historically Black College and University
(HBCU) do so for the purpose of gaining a sense of cultural
empowerment and racial identity. In the present study, racial
identity and attitudes towards transracial adoptions in Black
college students were examined. A group of 41 Black students
attending an HBCU were surveyed on the importance they place
on racial identity and their attitude about adoptions involving
White parents and Black children. Participants were then primed
with visuals of either White parents and Black children or Black
parents and Black children. Three mixed-design analysis of
variance (ANOVA) tests were utilized in analyzing the data.
Results indicate that upperclassmen Black college students
consider race an important part of their identity more so than
underclassmen. The visual stimuli caused the upperclassmen with
high assimilation and centrality scores to become less supportive
of transracial adoptions.
Key Terms:
• HBCU Students
• Racial Identity

• Priming
• Transracial Adoption
Attitudes
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In this newest century, communication
methods have changed in ways that allow contact
to be made with people across county, state, and
national lines. The Internet in particular has been
quite instrumental in allowing discussions of
people and events, specifically of celebrities and
other public figures, to take place. As with most
discussions, critiques of celebrities and their
families are quite common. The profitability that
occurs due to the fascination of celebrities has led
mainstream media to capitalize from a quite
interesting phenomenon—celebrity transracial
adoptions.
The legal adoption of a child who belongs
to a race or ethnic group that differs from the
adoptive parent is a transracial adoption
(Hollingsworth, 1999; Perry, 2011). According to
Herman (2012), there is evidence indicating that
transracial adoptions (TRAs) have been occurring
in the United States as far back as the early 1900s.
Although there were some cases of intentional
transracial adoptions, in those earlier times, the
majority of those adoptions were accidental due to
misidentification of biracial children as White
(Herman, 2012).
After World War II, President Ford
ordered the extraction of Vietnamese orphans to
Western countries. This would lead to an increase
in not just transracial adoptions, but international
adoptions as well (Herman, 2012). In the 1950s1960s, Americans also began to adopt Native
American children because of the creation of the
Indian Adoption Project (Lee, 2003). However,
while these adoptions were considered radical in
the mid-1900s, the adoption of Black children by
White parents caused more debate and contention
than any other ethnically diverse adoption family
(Herman, 2012).
In 1972, the National Association of Black
Social Workers (NABSW) publicly announced at
their Fourth Annual Conference that they were
against transracial adoptions. The group

emphasized the necessity of preserving African
American families by recommending that
transracial adoptions occur only after all other
options have been exhausted (Howard, Royse, &
Skerl 1977; Butler-Sweet, C. 2011). In the 40
years since, the position of the NABSW has
remained the same. The group maintains the belief
that African American transracial adoptees have
more difficulty in development and in determining
their cultural identity (NABSW, 2013).
The controversy regarding TRAs has led to
increased study of societal views of transracial
adoption and the benefits and detriments of TRAs.
Hayes (1993) argued that adopted and foster
children do not have a right or a need to develop a
social or cultural awareness. His argument
centered on the belief that development of culture
was not a necessity and therefore, potential parents
of minority children should not be judged based
on how well social workers believe they will
integrate the culture of the child into their lives. It
was also argued by Hayes (1993) that if parents
are determined based on potential to integrate the
child’s cultural heritage into the family, then a
political ideology emphasizing a supposed proper
way to raise transracially adopted children is being
forced upon adopted parents.
The literature shows that social workers
tend to have conflicting views on transracial
adoptions and their attitudes and the methods they
use in determining the placement of minority
children reflect this (Carter-Black, 2002; Fenster,
2002; de Haymes & Simon, 2003). Hayes (1993)
reports that while Black parents looking to adopt
minority children are actively pursued and
encouraged to complete the process, White parents
are often dissuaded from adopting minority
children or thoroughly questioned about their
intentions involving cultural upbringing. The
social workers understand the need for minority
children to be placed in homes, but studies reveal
that the social workers also report believing that
cultural identity plays an important role in a
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child’s psychological development (Carter-Black,
2002; Fenster, 2002).
Interviews conducted by de Haymes and
Simon (2003) indicated that parents who adopted
a child of a race different from their own often felt
that social workers and adoption agencies did not
support them throughout the process. These
parents reported that the social workers that they
came in contact with were openly opposed to the
idea of transracial adoption and made the task
more difficult to complete. The interviews
revealed that some people had good experiences
with their social workers and adoption agencies
while others did not. Some of the participants
indicated that they wished social agencies would
provide workshops that would help them deal with
race issues and give them the adequate support
they needed to raise children of different ethnic
backgrounds (de Haymes & Simon, 2003).
A professional in the adoption field aiming
to complicate and oppose transracial adoptions
aids in spreading negative beliefs about such
adoptions. However, despite the personal
experiences of the participants in the 2003 de
Haymes and Simon study, transracial adoptions
continue to increase in the United States.
Vandivere, Malm, & Radel (2009) conducted a
study for the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services which reports that an estimated
40% of domestic and international adoptions are
transracial.
Studies of American college students
indicate that this trend of increased TRAs is
translating into an increase of positive attitudes
about transracial adoptions. Whatley, Jahangardi,
Ross, and Knox (2003) found that female
undergraduates and students more open to
interracial dating were typically more open to
transracial adoptions. However, because students
in the Whatley et al. study were predominately
Caucasian it is possible that a similar study with a

majority black population may find different
results.
It is also imperative to consider
environmental effects on beliefs about transracial
adoptions. While college students overall may
have positive attitudes about transracial adoptions,
Black students, especially those attending a
Historically Black College and University may
feel very differently. One of the results of HBCUs
is the cultural empowerment of the Black
community. Freeman and Cohen (2001) believe
these institutions succeed in empowering students
by providing them with knowledge about
historical and cultural accomplishments of the
Black community and reinforcing the students’
sense of self. Van Camp, Barden, Sloan, & Clarke
(2009) found that students choose to attend
HBCUs in an effort to advance their racial
development. If students are choosing HBCUs to
advance racial development, then it seems that
racial identification will be very important to the
student. If such importance is placed on racial
identity, then the students, like the social workers
of the Fenster (2002) study, will believe
transracial adoptions do not allow Black children
to properly develop their cultural identity and thus,
have more negative attitudes towards it.
When presented with stimuli, in a process
known as priming, subjects have shown that their
attitudes toward a particular topic will be
influenced, completely unbeknownst to them
(Forehand & Deshpandé, 2001; Schmitt, 1994). In
some cases, not only will the subject’s attitude be
affected, but the participant will actually begin to
exhibit an attitude that is more closely aligned
with the attitude shown in the stimuli (Kawakami,
Dovidio, & Dijksterhuis, 2003).
I hypothesize that students who place a
stronger emphasis on race in their self-definition
will have a more negative attitude towards
transracial adoptions. I also hypothesize that
priming students with visual stimuli will lead to
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students displaying more negative attitudes about
transracial adoptions.

Method
Participants
The participants of this study included 41
African American students attending a
Historically Black College and University
(HBCU) in the Southern region of the United
States. They responded to an anonymous
questionnaire in the spring of 2013. Participants
were recruited by placing flyers in the psychology
department. Psychology professors also made
verbal announcements about the study to the
students in their classes. Professors had the option
of compensating students for their participation in
the study by offering class credit. Some professors
required students to participate in a study being
conducted by their peers in the psychology
department.
The average age of the participants was
20.73 years old. The participants represented all
student classifications (freshman, sophomore,
junior, seniors). The participants also reported
being affiliated with the Catholic faith or to
various other Christian denominations. Only one
participant reported being adopted. Six
participants reported having a close relationship
with an adopted person. Only one of those six
reported having experience with transracial
adoption.
Materials
Three instruments were used in the data
collection of this experiment. The Attitudes
Toward Transracial Adoption Scale (Whatley et
al., 2003) was used to collect data on adoption
attitudes. The Multidimensional Inventory Of
Black Identity (Sellers et al., 1998) will be used to
measure the racial identity of the participants. The
MIBI consists of four subscales: salience,
centrality, regard, and ideology. The subscales of
regard are private regard and public regard. The

ideology subscales are assimilation, humanist,
oppressed minority, and nationalist. The present
study included only the centrality, private regard,
assimilation, and nationalist subscales.
The centrality scale of the MIBI measures
how much people define themselves as part of
their race. The private regard scale measures how
positively or negatively individuals view African
Americans and their belonging to that group. The
assimilation scale is concerned with how
participants view the similarities between African
Americans and the rest of the American society.
The nationalist subscale measures the pro-Black
attitude of the participants. Statements such as “I
am happy that I am Black,” “My destiny is tied to
the destiny of other Black people,” and “Blacks
should feel free to interact socially with White
people” appear on the MIBI survey. The
participants’ scores were calculated by
determining the subscale scores; no overall score
can or was obtained for this scale (Sellers et al.,
1998).
The ATTAS (Whatley et al. 2003) is a
scale of 15 Likert-response statements that
measures attitudes about transracial adoptions.
The ATTAS asks that respondents answer on a
scale of 1-7 (strongly disagree to strongly agree)
to statements such as “only same-race couples
should be allowed to adopt,” “I would never adopt
a child of another race,” and “A person has to be
desperate to adopt a child of another race.” By
adding the numbers participants have assigned to
each question and dividing the sum by 15, a score
for the survey can be calculated. An overall score
that is closer to one suggests a positive view of
transracial adoption.
PowerPoint
presentations
containing
visuals of adoption families were developed as a
method of displaying the stimuli. The first
presentation consisted solely of Black parents with
Black children and was used as a measure of
control. The second presentation, which was
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shown to the experimental group, contained
images of White parents with Black children.
Careful consideration went into choosing
the images that were used in the study. There were
only heterosexual couples shown in the
presentations. None of the photographs included
could be interpreted as being single-parent
adoption families. None of the visuals contained
individuals that could be easily recognized by
participants (i.e. no celebrities, politicians,
athletes, etc.). All of the families shown were
pictured with smiles and almost all were
professional (meaning posed or staged)
photographs. One of the variations between the
pictures involved the number of children in the
families. The second variation was that, in the case
of the experimental group, participants were easily
able to differentiate which children were
biologically related to the parents and which were
adopted.
Procedure
The data collection process took place in a
classroom on Xavier’s campus. Upon arrival, the
participants were given an identification number.
The experiment was introduced and the informed
consent forms were distributed. Participants were
also told the reason for having the identification
numbers—so that the two sets of data could be
matched. It was stressed to the participants that
they were not to write their identification number
on the consent form for anonymity reasons.
Informed consent forms were then distributed and
participants raised their hands to indicate that they
had read and signed the forms for my collection.
After this point, no students were allowed to enter
the room to participate in the study. A note was
placed outside of the door asking late arrivals not
to disturb the data collection process and
informing them of other scheduled collection
times.
Once informed consent forms were
collected, it was again emphasized that the data

collection of this experiment was a two-part
process. During the first half of the data gathering,
the participants were given a packet containing
first, the ATTAS survey, and the MIBI scale. The
participants were instructed to take all the time
that they needed to answer the survey. Collection
of the completed surveys took place at one time,
not as each individual finished.
The second half of the data collection
process began by showing a PowerPoint
presentation. The control group was shown visuals
of adoption families with Black parents and Black
children. The experimental group was shown
visuals of transracial adoption families with White
parents and Black children. Once the presentation
was shown, the participants were given a packet
containing the ATTAS survey and a demographics
survey. They were instructed to complete and turn
in their surveys. Participants were able to leave
immediately after completion of the second half of
the process. As the participants left, they were
given a written debriefing that informed them of
the hypothesis, background research, and
information on how to contact the researcher.

Results
Before any analyses were run, the data
from the two days were combined so that ‘control
group’ now represented the groups from days one
and two, and the same for ‘experimental group.’
A 2 ×  2 ×  2 mixed-design analysis of variance
(ANOVA) was conducted to examine the effects
of time (pre-test and post-test), class
(upperclassmen and underclassmen), and group
(control and experimental) on ATTAS scores. A
significant time ×  class ×  group interaction was
present, (F(1, 37) = 6.97, p < 0.05, h2 =.159).
Neither the time × group interaction (F(1, 37) =
1.014, p > 0.05, h2 = .027), the time × class
interaction (F(1, 37) = 0.28, p > 0.05, h2 = .008),
nor the main effect of time (F(1, 37) = 0.006, p >
0.05, h2 = .000), were found to be significant.
Thus, the effects of time, class, and group only
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Table 1
The Influence Time, Group, and Class on Student Transracial Adoption Attitudes

Group

Underclassmen
Pre-Test

Underclassmen
Post-Test

Upperclassmen Pre- Upperclassmen
Test
Post-Test

Control
Experimental

23.333(7.387)
26.286(3.420)

28.000(7.428)
22.643(3.439)

30.389(3.016)
25.333(5.223)

27.833(3.033)
26.500(5.253)

Standard deviation is reported in parentheses
Note: Pre-Test/Post-Test refers to time.

Table 2
The Influence of Time and Assimilation Beliefs on Student Transracial Adoption Attitudes

Assimilation

Underclassmen
Pre-Test

Underclassmen
Post-Test

Upperclassmen Pre- Upperclassmen
Test
Post-Test

Low
High

22.125(3.139)
31.833(3.624)

19.375(3.598)
27.000(4.155)

29.500(6.277)
23.250(4.439)

38.500(7.197)
20.500(5.089)

Standard deviation is reported in parentheses
Note: Pre-Test/Post-Test refers to time.

influence the scores when the variables are
considered together.
After filtering out members of the control
group, a 2 × 2 × 2 mixed-design ANOVA was
calculated to examine the effects of time, class,
and assimilation on ATTAS scores. An important
note: the assimilation scores were dichotomized to
examine the possible differences between high and
low scores. A significant time × class interaction
was present, F(1, 16) = 6.035, p < 0.05, h2 = .274,
as was a significant time × assimilation score
interaction, F(1, 16) = 6.035, p < 0.05, h2 = .274.

These significant interactions indicate that
adoption attitudes are influenced by both time and
the
participants’
assimilation
beliefs.
Upperclassmen experienced an increase in
acceptance of transracial adoptions while
underclassmen experienced a decrease.
A 2 × 2 × 2 mixed-design ANOVA was
also conducted to examine the effects of time,
class, and centrality scores on ATTAS scores.
Centrality scores were dichotomized into two
categories: high and low. A significant main effect
of time was present (F(1, 15) = 9.213, p < 0.05, h2
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= .380). A marginally significant time × class ×
centrality score interaction was also present (F(1,
15) = 25.937, p = 0.094, h2 = .175). The results
indicate that both time and centrality have an
influence on the participants’ adoption attitudes.
Underclassmen with high centrality scores became
less accepting of transracial adoptions after being
presented with the stimulus. Upperclassmen who
scored high in centrality also experienced a
decrease in acceptance, albeit marginally.

introduced as an interaction. Members of the
upperclassmen student body (juniors and seniors)
with low centrality scores were more affected by
the visuals than were the underclassmen. The
students of the upperclassmen group reported a
more positive view of transracial adoptions after
being shown the stimuli than the underclassmen
did. Also, these results were obtained only after
members of the control group were filtered out of
the analyses. The decision to filter the control

Table 3
The Influence of Time and Centrality on Student Transracial Adoption Attitudes
Centrality

Underclassmen
Pre-Test

Underclassmen
Post-Test

Upperclassmen
Pre-Test

Upperclassmen
Post-Test

Low
High

22.714(3.525)
29.857(3.525)

20.714(3.360)
24.571(3.360)

21.000(6.595)
24.667(5.385)

16.000(6.285)
24.000(5.132)

Standard deviation is reported in parentheses
Note: Pre-Test/Post-Test refers to time.

Discussion
The primary objective of the present study was to
examine the relationship between the importance
of racial identity and attitudes regarding
transracial adoption in African American college
students. As a method of manipulation, visual
stimuli were shown to the participants. The results
of the analyses disproved the original hypothesis
that students who report placing importance on
racial identity (centrality) when considering their
self-definitions will have a more negative attitude
towards transracial adoptions involving White
parents and Black children after being shown the
images.
The effect of the stimuli was shown to be
only marginally significant and only when class
(upperclassmen and underclassmen) was also

group was made after multiple analyses were
conducted and not found to have significance.
The implications of this study are that,
within the young Black community, negative
feelings toward transracial adoptions involving
Black children do exist. The study has shown that
the effects of priming are different when
considering upperclassmen (juniors and seniors)
versus
underclassmen
(freshmen
and
sophomores). Students who were upperclassmen
and part of the control group became more likely
to approve of transracial adoptions while the
opposite effect occurred for underclassmen.
Also, participants who were members of
the experimental group and were upperclassmen
became more negative in their attitudes toward
transracial adoption while underclassmen became
more accepting of the adoptions. These results
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signify that there is a possibility that age may have
more of an influence than originally thought. As
the concept of racial identity is an evolutionary
idea, the results seem to indicate there is a trend
that priming affects adoption attitude differently
within age groups. It is worth considering the
possibility that an increase in age leads to stronger
connections with one’s racial group.
One of the limitations of this study is the
way in which individuals were assigned to the
control and experimental groups. One session a
day was designated as the control group and the
other as the experimental group. Participants
simply showed up and immediately became part
of the pre-assigned group. Another limitation is
the time of day that the groups were tested.
Because there was no way for the researcher to
test both the experimental and control group
simultaneously the groups were tested at different
times. On one day the experimental group was
tested in the morning and the control group was
tested in the afternoon. In order to limit the
possibility of a confounding variable, the order
was reversed the next day. However, this process
is still considered a limitation of the study.
Also, the majority of the participants in the
study were females. As the purpose of the research
is to apply the findings to the Black HBCU
student population as a whole, having an excessive
number of participants belonging to one gender is
considered a limitation to the study. The
disproportionate ratio of male and female
participants actually influenced the results of the
study. Once males were filtered out of the data,
the significance of the results was increased, and
the correlations found were more strongly
supported.
In order to minimize the limitations of the
study, future researchers attempting to replicate
this study should consider employing assistants to
aid in testing the control group and experimental
groups at the same time. It would be best if the

researchers were able to conduct the study in an
environment that would best yield a sample that
would represent the population that they are
examining.
I believe that this study has the potential to
increase the knowledge of this topic and create a
willingness to openly discuss the feelings of
adoption and racial identity within the community.
It may even be possible to increase adoptions
within the Black community. If the Black
community considers the fact that it does not agree
with transracial adoptions, while also recognizing
it as the most prevalent type of adoption of Black
children, the community as a whole may begin to
consider adopting Black children, therefore
creating the opportunity for more children to be
adopted.
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